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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to identify the relationship 

between libraries and culture as well as to 
highlight the role of libraries in cultural promotion. 
The paper will explore the concept of culture, what 
it is and attempt to establish the relationship 
between libraries and culture.
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INTRODUCTION
Libraries play a crucial role in our lives as they provide 

access to information to all those with a quest for new ideas. 
In their provision of information they do not discriminate 
between the rich and the poor but just provide the 
information to all those with a quest for it. People get to 
know about other cultures through reading books that are 
available in the library hence libraries play a very crucial role 
in the dissemination and preservation of cultures of the 
world. 

This paper will attempt to look at the relationship between 
libraries and culture and will also attempt to discuss the role 
of the library in cultural information provision and 
preservation. 

 



Culture
   The Oxford dictionary defines culture as the ideas, 

customs and social behaviour of a particular people or 
society while The Centre for Advanced Research on 
Language Acquisition defines culture as the shared 
patterns of behaviours and interactions, cognitive 
constructs and affective understanding that are learned 
through the process of socialism. 

   These shared patterns identify the members of a culture 
group while also distinguishing those of another group. 
Damen (1987) observes that culture is learned and 
shared human patterns or models for living or day to day 
living patterns. These patterns  and models pervade all 
aspects of human social interaction.



Culture is mankind’s primary adaptive mechanism. Different 
scholars as cited above observe culture as consisting of 
beliefs, behaviours, objects and other characteristics 
common to the members of a particular group or society. 

Through culture, people and groups define themselves, 
conform to society’s shared values and contribute to 
society. Thus culture includes many societal aspects which 
are (language, customs, values, norms, rules, tools, 
technologies, products, organisations and institutions. This 
latter term institution refers to clusters of rules and cultural 
meanings associated with specific social activities, common 
institutions are the family, education, religion, work and 
health care.



From the above definitions one derives the notion that 
culture implies some shared way of living by a group of 
people in a particular jurisdiction.

 As Zimbabweans we have our own cultures which 
define our own ways of living and interaction. Our 
cultural identities as Zimbabweans are generally 
different according to the tribe one belongs as well as 
the region where one hails from or lives. 

 



Libraries do not only create access to the cultural 
goods, but they also institutionalise through their 
collections and policies changing ideals of culture. 

They provide access to different cultures through their 
collections which would help people understand other 
people’s cultures. 

Libraries help in peace building initiatives in the world 
in that through the provision of information on 
different cultures, people get to know more about 
each other which will lead to a more understanding of 
one another. 

 



Culture is a pathway, or what the Trustees of 
the Boston Public Library termed in 1852 a 
“right of access”, it is a set of relationships or 
links by which individuals become more 
effectively integrated into the production and 
exchange of information.



 The relationship 
between libraries and 
culture
Omekwu (2006) points out that the relationship between 

libraries and culture can be described as symbiotic. 
Information is the vehicle with which culture is transmitted 

from one generation to another. The Library is the garage 
where that vehicle (information) with its luggage (culture) is 
safely kept in custody. 

Libraries and librarians as custodians and providers of 
information on all aspects of human civilisation, including 
cultural heritage must redefine their roles and professional 
responsibilities to meet the challenges that the changing 
information world has brought about. 



Omekwu’s points rightly fit into our theme which is 
information professionals at the crossroads: 
opportunity for change. As Librarians in 
Zimbabwe there is a greater need for us to redefine 
our roles and improve our collections so that we also 
have cultural information in our collections. 

This cultural information must not only be made 
available through hardbound books but must also be 
made available in digital formats and also made 
available on our library homepages.



Culture can be acquired or transmitted. Acquired 
culture therefore becomes personal knowledge of one’s 
or other people’s culture and value systems. 

Information, knowledge and libraries are mutually 
dependent. People learn about their culture or other 
people’s culture through information dissemination and 
assimilation for example: A Zimbabwean boy learns 
Shona through observation, imitation, demonstration 
and repetition.  He grows up expressing himself in that 
language which he has acquired.  Shona as a medium 
of expression becomes his personal knowledge.  But the 
expression itself is an information process.  If he goes to 
a library school and learns how to use text, audio and 
video facilities to document his cultural heritage in a 
place called the library.  The Library then becomes an 
institution for cultural preservation and dissemination.



Gregorian (cited in Martin 2000), as the President of 
Carnegie Cooperation, captured the relevance of 
libraries in the preservation of a people’s culture when 
he noted that libraries contain the heritage of humanity, 
record of its triumphs and failures, its intellectual, 
scientific and artistic achievements and its collective 
memory. 

According to Gregorian (2000),  the library symbolised 
the unity and summit of knowledge, the bones, the 
binding sinews, the flesh and the heart of any society 
that could call itself strong.  

No city or country could sustain progress without a great 
public Library as a creation for and of the people, free 
and accessible to all.  The public Library outranks any 
other one thing that a community can do to help its 
people.



Besser (1995) argues that as more and more books, 
journals and other reference and paper based information 
media are migrating to electronic format, so also are 
cultural materials and artefacts.  As more and more people 
rely on online access to culture, this shift is also likely to 
have a great effect on how people view culture as well as 
on perception and internal working of our cultural 
repositories (such as museums and Libraries).

Libraries are a natural resource of formal and non-formal 
learning for all those who seek information and knowledge 
or come for the pleasure of reading. Libraries play an 
important role in individual and community lives.



Comparative figures on the attendance at museums 
and art galleries in the UK show libraries to be the 
most popular form of public cultural provision. 

 Figures also suggest that libraries are used by a 
wider section of the public than other cultural 
institutions, visitors include people from all social 
classes and all generations. 

Libraries with their books, magazines, videos, tapes 
and internet facilities can help promote knowledge 
and understanding of different cultures and 
situations.



According to Abebooks (2005) there are more public 
libraries in the US than McDonald restaurants. More 
children participate in library summer reading 
programmes than in Little League Baseball. 

 
Agust (2001) points out that Carnage, gave away US $50 

million for libraries and declared in 1900  that “I choose 
free libraries as the best agencies for improving the 
masses of people, because they give nothing for 
nothing. They only help those who help themselves. 
They never pauperise. They reach the aspiring and 
open to these the chief treasures of the world, those 
steeped up in books. A taste for reading drives out 
lower tastes.



As Carnegie’s comment sunctly summarised, 
the purpose of  the public library was moral 
upliftment and social control, not a system of 
welfare that would “pauperise” the masses 
which was the case at the beginning of the 
20th century.



CONCLUSION
As noted by Omekwu (2006) the relationship between 

libraries and culture can be described as symbiotic. 
Information is the vehicle with which culture is transmitted 
from one generation to another. 

The Library is the garage where that vehicle (information) 
with its luggage (culture) is safely kept in custody. Libraries 
and librarians as custodians and providers of information on 
all aspects of human civilisation, including cultural heritage 
must redefine their roles and professional responsibilities to 
meet the challenges that the changing information world has 
brought about. 



Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit of and 
for behaviours acquired and transmitted by symbols and 
consisting the distinctive achievements of human 
groups, including their embodiments in artefacts. 
Culture can be acquired or transmitted. Acquired culture 
therefore becomes personal knowledge of one’s or other 
people’s culture and value systems. Information, 
knowledge and libraries are mutually dependent. People 
learn about their culture or other people’s culture 
through information dissemination and assimilation.



According to IFLA (2012) Culture is a basic 
need, a community thrives through its cultural 
heritage and it dies without it.

I THANK YOU!
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